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1. Introduction

• History of a deeply divided higher education system

• Apartheid still shadowing institutional journeys to modernity

• History of South African higher Education system is that of a 
small and elite system- accessed mainly by white students and 
with a guild of professors as the main role players – in 1996:

Africans: 9%; Coloureds: 10%; Indians: 35% and White:61%

• Historically, institutions classified as ‘progressive and ‘non-
progressive’

• Post-apartheid – state of reconstruction and stakeholder 
clarification – internal and external



2. Brief theoretical backdrop

• Institutional behaviour shaped by the concept of resource 
dependency –distributional of power, institutional values, 
identities and traditions ( Gornitzka, 1999).

• A blue print of how HE institutions evolve and develop – from 
elite to massification and to universal access (Trow, 2007)

• Categorisation of institutions according to their vision:

– A university as a meritocratic community of scholars;

– A university as an instrument for national political agendas

– A university as a service enterprise embedded in competitive 
markets

(Olsen, 2005)



3. The historical context of HE in SA: late 1800s 
to Early 1990s

• HE initially shaped by its colonial past and underlying conflict 
between the British and Afrikaner (Dutch descendants) 
nationalism

• First 2 universities set the country off in a trajectory of either 
English or Afrikaans speaking institutions, almost exclusively 
for whites.

• The Nationalist Afrikaans party of 1948 introduced another 
version of a dual structure – building on the few black 
institutions, established universities for each race and ethnic 
group.

• During the ‘homeland’ political phase – new universities for 
the homelands were introduced.



Historical context

• Last phase of apartheid grand plan was to introduce technical 
and vocational HE for the fats industrialising country

• Through this plan, a rigid social order and occupational 
structure was to be reproduced where blacks were being 
prepared for a subordinate and geographically isolated role.

• New government inherited this highly variegated HE system 
and there was no single system – with the white population 
enjoying a huge advantage in HE and employment 
opportunities.

• HE characterised by ‘state inteference” to certain degrees in 
all types of institutions



Historical context

• A national Commission for Higher Education (NCHE) was the 
first body to deliberate on the future direction of higher 
education:

• NCHE central features to guide and direct the process of 
transformation:
– Increased participation in the system by a diverse range of 

constituencies

– Increased cooperation and more partnership between HE and other 
social actors and institutions

– Greater responsiveness to a wide range of social and economic needs



4. The reconstruction of stakeholders in the HE 
system: 1990s to early 2000s

• A highly participative by a large segment of the population as 
a basis for restructuring social relations or redress as a goal –
Oslen’s (2005) representative democracy

• SA government had adopted a Reconstruction and 
Development Programme (RDP) which was highly 
participative

• Two years after the onset of the new government, the RDP 
was withdrawn and the Growth Employment and 
Redistribution (GEAR) replaced the former.

• GEAR was crafted by a few international consultants and 
emphasised efficiency and effectiveness in government and 
public institutions – an important shift and signal to HE



Reconstruction

• GEAR changed  the direction of the country and HE were visibly 
redirected

• First policy to move away from a practice of broad consensus 
was the ‘Size and Shape’ policy. Minister relied on his statutory 
body (Council on Higher Education) to craft the policy. 

• Policy spoke heavily on efficiency whilst inside institutions the 
concerns were about redress and equity issues.

• Government started to centralise the function of policy 
development

• ‘Size and Shape’ policy was a threat to massification (Trow, 2007) 
and representative democracy (Oslen, 2005)



Reconstruction

• Meantime, Institutional Forums (IFs) were established, per new 
Higher Education policy – a uniquely SA invention that ensures 
the participation of civil society in institutional transformation

• New Councils which were also more representative were being 
appointed in all universities and opening the space more for civil 
participation

• A number of issues: managerialsim cropped up influenced by 
the macro-economic policies in the country; new councils and 
the weakening of Institutional Forums.

• Dynamics can be explained by Gornitzka (1999) theory of 
resource dependency



5. Managerialsm and Disengagement: early 200s 
to present

• Unwritten pact between government, institutions and society on 
a cooperative and participative governance system

• Growth and efficiency macroeconomic policies pushed the 
rhetoric of stakeholder participation aside and managerialism 
crept in, in the HE institutions.

• Afrikaans-speaking institutions, with a history of centralised and 
autocratic management practices, responded better 

• English speaking institutions, with a tradition of more 
participation in decision making by the academic, had more 
difficulties

• Black institution, with a low base of all kinds of resources 
experienced most difficulties in responding to the changing 
environment



Managerialism

• Survival and growth of the institutions depended largely on 
the strength of the Vice Chancellor (Principal) as individuals to 
derive the transformation process and co-opting the IFs or 
Councils.



6. Effects of Earlier Policies on the Role of 
Stakeholders: Mid 2000s to present

• A key transformation goal was to massify the system, 
especially providing access to the previously disadvantaged 
and stakeholders galvanised around this

• At the same time increasing participation and success rates 
was happening in school education

• Stakeholders were better organised to agitate and put 
pressure on admissions, exclusion and throughputs

• Government expanded the National Student Financial Aid 
Scheme Aid to support more poor students in pursuing 
university education

• This changed the racial composition of the university system



Effects of earlier policies

Head count enrolments by race group: 1986- 2004
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Effects of earlier policies



7. The role of stakeholders in the further 
expansion of the system

• White paper on post school education emphasising expansion 
and differentiation of post-school

• A differentiated and diversified system improves access for 
different students and permit the combination of an elite and 
mass HE system (van Vught, 2008).

• Question is: which stakeholders will push this new and emerging 
agenda?

• Institutions have retreated to a neoinstitutional perspective, 
expecting the non-university institutions to bear the brunt of 
massification

• Internal stakeholders not likely to drive the process of 
massification



Role of stakeholders

• Government, as the external stakeholder and resource owner 
will have to steer the sector towards the goal of massification

• HE institutions are limited in their capacity to expand, and 
institutional diversification might be the policy needed at this 
point to expand the system

• Civil society has not been organised to put pressure on 
institutions and Industry has traditionally played a limited role 
in the SA HE system

• At this point, the concept of representative democracy has to 
be invigorated in order to expand the notion of stakeholders 
and their role in the face of  unfolding demands in HE



8.  Concluding Remarks

• Description of the context of policy developments in South 
African HE and locating the role of stakeholders in different 
phases

• A participatory and cooperative governance was mooted at 
the beginning of the transformation process

• Changing macroeconomic policies of the country redirected 
the priorities even inside the institutions, making them to find 
new forms of managing the changing institutions

• Massification of the system is still an important requirement 
but in order to grow to a ‘modern’ system, there is a need to 
establish a more differentiated HE system with an expanded 
role of stakeholders


